PUBLIC health emergency or not? That is the question being debated this week at a World Health Organization teleconference on Middle Eastern respiratory syndrome (MERS), which has killed at least 44 people to date.

The meeting takes place at a fairly busy time for Muslim pilgrimages to Saudi Arabia, where most MERS cases so far have been reported.

Keiji Fukuda, the WHO\'s head of health security, says the MERS coronavirus could go three ways: it could simply fade away, go on causing low numbers of cases, or it could "explode" causing much larger clusters of cases. If it does, the experts at the teleconference will be poised to advise the WHO on how to respond, he says.

Should the WHO declare MERS a public health emergency of international concern, it would move the virus up governments\' list of priorities, encouraging them to prepare to deal with it.

A campaign of testing for antibodies to the virus is already under way to try to spot previously undetected mild cases of MERS. If many turn up, it would suggest that the virus is less deadly than it might appear, but may spread more easily than we realise.

*This article appeared in print under the headline "WHO sizes up MERS"*
